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ABSTRACT

CREATING A LEARNING LABORATORY FOR URBAN SUSTAINABILITY:
CONSULTING PROJECT FOR THE BLACKSTONE RIVER CORRIDOR LIVING SYSTEMS LABORATORY

JACQUELYN BURMEISTER

The Blackstone River Corridor Living Systems Laboratory (“LSL”) is a newly formed nonprofit
organization with a broad and compelling mission to engage people with local history and water so
as to improve public heath though bioremediation.

It has evolved from a non-centrally

administrated coalition of research institutions and municipalities interested in water quality to a
multidisciplinary partnership, requiring consistent coordination. The broad organizational mission
with such varied stakeholders requires a stable administrative platform, as well as funds to continue
development of novel model process for wastewater treatment. The purpose of this project was
to provide long term administrative and project support for the LSL. I worked with the LSL Team to
select a funding source, create an organizational framework, organize project partners, design a
compelling project, and ultimately write and submit a $453,000 grant proposal.
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EXCECUTIVE SUMMARY
The Blackstone River Corridor Living Systems Laboratory (“LSL”) is a newly formed nonprofit
organization with a broad and compelling mission to engage people with local history and
waterways so as to improve public heath though bioremediation. It is located at the Fisherville Mill
Site in Grafton, MA. Starting as a laboratory for novel waste water remediation, it had received
wide public, private and community support. As the vision for the site evolved to become a learning
tool for the socio-ecological history of the Blackstone River for people of all backgrounds, the range
of partners for the project has expanded. Lack of consistent funding and a robust organizational
structure made the effort to fulfill the organization’s mission inconsistent and disjointed. Creating
the nonprofit was the first step to building a self-sufficient entity that could apply and administer
funds to its projects as needed. The purpose of this project was to provide long term administrative
and project support for the Living Systems Laboratory from a medium sized funding source. In
doing so, the LSL Team would create an organizational framework that would be capable of
executing a large scale, medium term project with multiple, diverse partners.

Jacquelyn

Burmeister, MS/MBA candidate at Clark University Department of International Development,
Community and Environment, worked with the LSL Team to select a funding source, create an
organizational framework, organize project partners, design a compelling project, and ultimately
write and submit a $453,000 grant proposal. This Capstone Project provides the organizational
background to the Living Systems Laboratory and explains the need for the funding, as well as the
process for achieving these outcomes. The centerpiece is the grant itself, which was submitted on
November 17th, 2015. The final portion of the document is dedicated to the challenges and lessons
learned throughout the project development process. Although the application was not funded,
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the process of organizing partners and developing an organizational structure will be valuable when
the LSL Team pursues other opportunities.

BACKGROUND AND ORGANIZATIONAL HISTORY
The Blackstone River, stretching 46 miles from Worcester, MA to Providence, RI, provided power in
the form of rushing water to the factories that spurred the Industrial Revolution. Producing textiles,
wire, and furniture, these mill factories provided jobs to many of the local townspeople in the early
to mid-1800’s. During this time, the town of Worcester was small and relatively isolated in the
middle of the state. The Blackstone Canal was constructed between 1825 and 1828, allowing for
increased trade of both agricultural and factory produced goods between the town and the
Narraganset Bay area. A decade later, the opening of rail lines made the canal obsolete, and led to
even more urbanization (Rhode Island Rivers, n.d.). Accelerated growth outstripped the pace of
infrastructure development, and much of the region’s waste was released into the River and Canal
where it mixed with the residues of the factories (Shanahan, 1994; Robinson, 2003).

The Fisherville Mill, located in South Grafton on the banks of the Fisherville Pond (to the North),
The Blackstone River (to the West) and the Blackstone Canal (to the South) was in operation from
the 1830’s through 1986, producing a wide variety of products including cotton textiles, tools and
die, and finally lawn furniture and foam rubber. It provided many of the jobs in the Grafton area
during this time period, and relied on the Blackstone River as both a source of power at the
hydroelectric dam, and a waste discharge point. In the early days, after fabrication, factory
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products could be loaded onto barges in the Canal to be sent to Providence to be shipped all over
the world (Herbert, 2013).

Although the factory was closed by this time, a suspected act of arson caused a major fire in the old
factory building in 1999, burning it to the ground. In the process lead, asbestos, oils and
trichloroethylene (TCE) were released into the air and soil. The US Environmental Protection
Agency (EPA) initiated an emergency response program to remove lead and asbestos containing
materials from the site, additionally capping it with 14 feet of cement. They then removed TCE
from the groundwater using an oxidizing agent that was pumped into the ground, destroying the
compound. Oil tanks that had been damaged were removed and a cement structure with an oil
skimmer was installed to prevent further leakage of oil into the soil (US EPA, 2002).

However, there is still prevalent petroleum contamination in the Blackstone Canal, as well as high
loads of nitrogen (N) and phosphorus (P) from incomplete wastewater treatment and nonpoint
sources along the Blackstone River. In 2004, the Fisherville Redevelopment Company was formed
as a special purpose entity to remediate the property. Co-president Eugene “Gene” Bernat and the
Town of Grafton applied for and received $670,000 in funding from EPA to build a novel stormwater
treatment system on the site to address this contamination. Eugene worked with NGOs the
Blackstone Headwaters Coalition and the Blackstone Heritage Corridor to conduct a pilot study in
Woods Hole of Eco Machine Technology, which was being developed by John Todd Ecological
Design, Inc. The technology draws upon principles of ecological design, functional biodiversity, and
bioremediation to create a series of complex food webs in which contaminated water is
3

metabolized by bacteria, fungi, plants and animals. Once proof of concept was established, the Eco
Machine at the Fisherville Mill Site was constructed in 2012, with the ability degrade petroleum
hydrocarbons, as well as remove N and P from up to 10,000 gallons of water per day. It was
suspected that the organisms supported by the Eco Machine could also degrade stormwater
pathogens, endocrine disrupters and other emerging pollutants of concern (Bernat, 2016).

The technology and its community-based implementation process seen at the LSL represents a
novel alternative that promises to change the way we think about water treatment. Presently,
most municipal water treatment happens at large scale facilities, which only take advantage of
natural services of microbes in either an activated sludge stage of processing in a large tank, or
through trickling filters. In these cases, only nutrients and suspended solids are removed from the
water, and residence times are extended (Sharron et al, 2008). In light of ever increasing threats
to global water security, especially in less developed nations, where access to traditional treatment
technology and chemicals are less available, Sharron et al recommends the continued research and
development of novel water treatment technologies, even citing natural ecosystem approaches
(Sharron et al, 2008). The Eco Machine is a low-cost, natural water treatment technology, built
upon principles that can be replicated for point and nonpoint pollution sources in any landscape,
making it versatile as well. At present, some large scale engineered ecosystems, like restored
wetlands projects, are valued for their role in water filtration, but are passive systems that do not
collect water. Dr. John Todd, president of John Todd Ecological Design Inc., and designer of the Eco
Machine, has already begun to identify the biological and geological factors that are necessary to
create engineered ecosystems that are suitable for waste water treatment and recycling, and has
built pilot projects all over the world to test the theories with high successes rates in removing
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nutrients, bacteria, and hydrocarbons (Todd and Josephson, 1996; JTED, 2014).

However, cross

disciplinary research of the processes that allow water treatment to take place, in addition to how
to implement these projects in different settings, is necessary to continue to understand how to
replicate this model in other contexts.

The success of the Eco Machine excited many people. Over the next years, there was ongoing
collaboration between local universities such as Clark, Brown, and Worcester Polytechnic Institute,
which formed an educational consortium to research the processes that were taking place at the
site. The Mosakowski Institute provided funding for research by fungal biologists at Clark
University, and two peer reviewed papers were published. However, the Eco Machine at the
Fisherville Mill site remained only a location for research and learning that other groups could utilize
and no internal administrative structure had yet been formed. As all grant funding required a
formal lead organization, many times Clark University and the Town of Grafton took that role
(Bernat, 2016).

As the Eco Machine was gaining popularity, and as tours were becoming more frequent, Gene found
himself talking about topics other than bioremediation. The Fisherville Mill Site offered the chance
to discuss the social history of the Blackstone River, food webs, ecosystem function, as well as
provide a model for how to design sustainable communities. People outside of the field of biology
started to want to become involved, seeing potential to use the site as a model for social learning,
including sustainable development, green infrastructure technology, and sound environmental
policy.

5

The vision of the LSL was turning into a colaboratory, a term used to describe cross disciplinary,
multi stakeholder engagement projects that utilize technology in either information sharing or
design. The words “colaboratory” or “CoLab” have been in use since it was coined by William Wulf
in 1989. Most CoLabs rely on information sharing technologies like the internet to disseminate
information between parties. Collaboration between disciplines has been on the rise, and CoLabs
have shown success at attacking problems which require a multidisciplinary effort to solve, ranging
from the effective use of technology in classrooms to identifying markers for preclampsia by
providing a platform for many people to bring various opinions to the table (Tammaro et al, 2012;
Staff et al, 2013). The Climate CoLab is an example of a successful colaboraory that leverages the
internet as a platform for model-based planning, structured online debates, and electronic voting
around climate change. With the contribution of thousands of stakeholders, the organization’s
website became a “collective intelligence system” which was capable to help make decisions about
one of the most pressing issues of our time (Introne et al, 2011).

By bringing together

municipalities, scientists, land use planners, educators and other stakeholders, the LSL was to be a
center for multidisciplinary applied and empirical environmental and engineering research to
improve public health and the systems that surround it.

This multi-disciplinary learning opportunity lead Gene and the Town to apply for a grant from the
Blackstone River National Heritage Corridor entitled “Creating a Teaching Landscape”, in which the
Fisherville Mill Site would be a durable regional asset for tourism, education and research focused
on the ecology and industrial history of the greater Blackstone River Valley, and in which local
educators and researchers contributed to creating new and compelling systems to engage and
interact with the past, present and future of The Blackstone River. The $10,000 grant funded
6

research from the Conway School of Landscape Design, which developed a master plan for
interpretive sites on the Fisherville Mill site and Mill Villages Park that tell the natural, historical,
and social history of the site and South Grafton. Implementing this plan would create the
infrastructure to bring in more visitors to the site, and provide self-guided tours in which more
people could experience the site without a formal tour (Bernat, 2016).

As the vision for the Fisherville Mill Site evolved, it became increasingly clear that Gene could not
rely on the Town of Grafton or research institutions to continue to manage the varied work that
needed to be done at the site. Among this work was the implantation of Conway’s Project Plan,
more scientific research, and more education of municipal workers, locals and students. Many felt
that the vision of the project was compelling enough to apply for large scale funding. So in the fall
of 2015, Gene established a small team of people (henceforth “LSL Team”) that had been working
with him on the ground over the past few years and registered the site for nonprofit status in the
State of Massachusetts, calling the organization “The Blackstone River Corridor Living Systems
Laboratory” which would do business as “The Living Systems Lab” or “LSL”. Now the LSL could serve
as the locational and administrative nexus for the various activities that take place at the site. All
that remained was to find the funding to create a stable administrative body and move the projects
forward.
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Project Partners

The Fisherville Mill Site/LSL has been an example of a participative community development
project, and has had a history of diverse partners coming together to reach various project goals.
The following is a brief list of organizations that have been involved in the project in some degree,
as well as their contribution.

The Town of Grafton has been deeply invested in the development of recreational, educational and
cultural activities at the Fisherville Mill Site. The Blackstone Corridor has been designated as an
Open Space & Recreation Priority by the Town in the 2007-2012 Open Space and Recreation Plan.
The Town has also acted as the fiduciary agent and manager for several grants.

The Fisherville Redevelopment Company (FRC) is the owner of the site and has been the persevering
force behind the development of Fisherville Mill Site since it was bought in 2004. Eugene Bernat,
co-president of FRC, was the man with the vision to develop and promote the Fisherville Mill Site,
and eventually incorporate the LSL. He has done most of the networking within the town and
county to promote the project. In 2006 when the soils needed to be tested for contaminants in
order to proceed with the project, the FRC provided the funding for the tests.
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The Grafton Community has been extremely receptive of the development of the Fisherville Mill
Site and town meetings involving the site have been well attended since plans for development
began there in 2006. During this year, the community decided in a unanimous vote to fund the
cleanup of the site, which at this point had been designated a Brownfield by EPA. The town stepped
up again in 2010 when it decided to fund the creation and maintenance of the Mill Villages Park on
the site, again, unanimously. Additionally, the community participated in the design of the Mill
Villages Park itself through the Mill Villages Advisory Committee.

John Todd Ecological Design, Inc (JTED) designed and helped to construct the Living Systems
Laboratory’s Eco Machine and Canal Restorers, which are responsible for the restoration at the
Fisherville Mill site. JTED continues to monitor and upkeep the site, and holds periodic technical
workshops at the Fisherville Mill Site on Ecological Design.

The Blackstone River Valley National Heritage Corridor, The Blackstone River Coalition and Mass
Audubon are regional nonprofit organizations that all have a strong interest in the Fisherville Mill
Site. The northern portion is still a designated Brownfield that lies inside the boundaries of the
National Heritage Corridor and Watershed and contains several sites of historical value, including
the burned down Fisherville Mill. The Blackstone River Valley National Heritage Corridor awarded
the Town of Grafton $10,000 in 2014 for the project “Creating a Teaching Landscape” to create
compelling ways for visitors to interact with the past, present and future of the Fisherville Mill Site.
Donna Williams, of the Blackstone Heritage Corridor Commission, has been integral in garnering
public support and helping in the planning of the development of the Fisherville Mill Site, as well as
other mill sites in the area, with the co-writing of the South Grafton Villages Master Plan. The
9

National Heritage Corridor also routinely sends its rangers to the Fisherville Mill site to receive and
give regional historical and environmental training. On June 19th of this 2013, these rangers held a
summer public “Walkabout” through the site in which the rangers taught participants about the
history of the Fisherville Mill Site and how the Eco Machine is helping to protect and preserve the
Blackstone Watershed.

The US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) provided extensive funding for the Fisherville Mill
Site. After the 1999 fire at the Fisherville Mill, EPA under “Emergency Response Action”, and the
Massachusetts State Department of Environmental Protection (MassDEP) spent several million
dollars treating TCE pollution at the site using various means, including in-situ chemical oxidation
and groundwater collection and treatment. EPA later awarded the Town of Grafton a $671,000
grant to design, construct and operate an innovative ground water, storm water and river water
treatment and improvement park consisting of several integrated elements. As part of this project,
JTED was contracted by the Town to design and implement a restoration plan for the Blackstone
River using an engineered ecosystem utilizing the canal trench and the existing infrastructure
remaining from the destroyed Fisherville Mill.

The Network for Sustainability Innovation is a multi-disciplinary network of students, professionals
and universities that is reexamining efforts to promote urban sustainability, doing case studies in
Worcester, Providence and Philadelphia. Currently, major players include Brown University, Clark
University and Temple University. The group is focusing on the Living Systems Laboratory as a
model for how social, environmental and cultural factors come together to create a more
sustainable urban landscape.
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Clark University has supported the effort at the Fisherville Mill through the provision of researchers
during various stages in its early development. Dr. David Hibbett of the Biology Department and
his student, Darcy Young, were indispensable in the refinement of the techniques utilized for the
degradation of contaminant oil via fungal enzymes in the Eco Machine. This project was supported
in part by The Mosakowski Institute. The Fisherville Mill Site has been the subject of a Masters level
environmental modeling course in which students examined the importance of each the social,
environmental and economic in its future developmental success. One student, Sean Hutton, went
on to write a comprehensive narrative for another development project in the site for his thesis.
Additionally, several graduate and undergraduate classes have taken field trips to the site while
studying ecological diversity and design.

Brown University Superfund Research Program’s Dr. James Rice is a Post-Doctoral Researcher and
a chemical engineer interested in the fate and transport, chemistry, and thermodynamics of
environmental contaminants, and on translation of scientific research to relevant stakeholders,
such as regulators, policy makers, and community members. Dr. Rice conducted a 2013 research
externship at the Fisherville Mill site under the mentorship of Robert Burgess, Ph.D., a staff scientist
at the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency. Dr. Rice will lead a freshwater passive sampler study
in the Blackstone River at the Fisherville Mill site to monitor heating oil contamination and other
potential pollutants to monitor contaminant concentrations in surface waters and sediment, and
provide information on dissolved and biologically available concentrations of persistent organic
pollutants.

Furthermore, during the summer of 2012 Dr. Rice worked with the Fisherville

Redevelopment Company and John Todd Ecological Design to monitor petroleum hydrocarbons in
the river sediment and water and from the Eco Machine bioremediation tanks.
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The Conway School of Landscape Design has visited the LSL consistently over the past years with
new classes, using the site as an example of how to naturally regenerate landscapes. In the spring
of 2015, a team of three students with funding from the “Creating a Teaching Landscape” project
developed a Landscape Master Plan of the site that would highlight and build upon the current
nature, community and industry attractions of the land. The plan was developed collaboratively
with the community of Grafton and the Town Planning Department.

The LSL Team
The LSL Team was established by Gene Bernat to navigate the funding and structuring of the
organization. It consists of himself and three other people.

Nicholas Bernat holds a certificate in landscape design and has been contracted by JTED over the
past years to maintain the Eco Machine. He has worked closely and established good relations
with the Town on LSL and other projects. As the LSL Team prepared the proposal, he was the point
person between the LSL and the Town and JTED, as he has the most experience with the needs of
the Eco Machines physical infrastructure. He will take on the role of Operations Manager at LSL.

Dr. Jacquie Kay is the president at Sun Walking Group, a corporate collaborative focused on
financing and providing technical assistance to communities in developing their own innovation
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labs, science and technology centers. In this project, she assisted with the creation of the
organizational structure and project outreach.

Jacquelyn Burmeister is a dual degree MBA/MS Environmental Science and Policy candidate from
Clark University. She has been working with Gene since 2014 in grant writing, outreach and
organizational development. She was the grant writer and project organizer. If the project is were
funded, she would have been the Project Manager of the LSL.

DEVELOPING AN ORGANIZATION
The Mission of the LSL: A Nexus for Sustainable Innovation
The Blackstone River Corridor Living Systems Laboratory is a nonprofit organization that seeks to
engage people in socioecological history of the Blackstone River and create effective solutions to
environmental contamination. The purpose of the LSL is to be a nexus of sustainable innovation,
connect people with the River, help them to appreciate the benefits of a healthy ecosystem on
society in the context of development, and be a part of the restoration of the Blackstone through
education, research, and community outreach.

Eugene Bernat envisions an NGO that is a “Learning Landscape” for ecology, local history, green
infrastructure development and environmental policy for people of all ages and interests. He aims
to make the Eco Machine, as well as the other technology and organizational infrastructure
13

developed at the site, replicable models that can be implemented throughout the region. Through
collaboration with a host of different organizations in small, discrete projects over the years, he has
worked incrementally toward this vision, while creating a valuable network of partners.

Grant Submission Process
The LSL Team had three main criteria for a grant in order to pursue it. The first was that it had goals
that aligned with the mission and vision of the LSL. This would prove to be the easiest hurdle, as
the mission of the LSL is so broad and compelling, that it is not difficult to connect at least one of
the projects with a Request for Proposals (RFP), and it seemed that there were many potential
grants to choose from. The second criterion was that the grant be large enough to sustain an LSL
project or projects over at least a year. While small grants could possibly fund all of the projects
that the LSL would like to pursue, and have been the main source of funding in the past, they create
a lot more work in terms of administration, and there was no funding to manage them. Third, the
LSL needed a grant that would cover administrative costs. There are many grants that will fund
materials and other project costs, but expect that labor is volunteered or covered elsewhere in an
organizations budget. As a newly formed nonprofit, there were not funds yet available to pay the
staff that would manage the projects.

The LSL Team examined several large foundation websites before being referred to a federal
funding program that met all of these criteria. The RFP was published by the New England
Interstate Water Pollution Control Commission (NEIWPCC) in collaboration with the Narraganset
Bay Estuary Program, and called for projects that supported the innovation of nutrient and
14

pathogen remediation and prevention in regional waterways, provided funding over one year, and
would support administrative roles. See Appendix A for the full RFP.

Methodology
After the LSL team selected a grant that seemed to match the priorities of the organization, the
grant writing and organizational development began. The process took about four months and
hundreds of hours of planning, meetings and writing. In the end, the LSL not only created a high
quality preproposal and full proposal that can be recycled into other grants, but strengthened its
relationships with its partners and clarified organizational roles and structure. The following are
the steps which the LSL team took to complete this process.

1. Establish the goals of the LSL that align with the goals of the RFP and create a rough budget
As the vision and mission of the LSL is much broader than what any individual grant will fund, it was
necessary to identify the organizational outcomes that could potentially be funded by the grant,
and then make modifications or reframe them in a way that would demonstrate how they align
with the goals stated in the selected RFP. Keeping in mind the partners that had previously worked
or shown interest in working with the LSL, the team met over several days to establish three rough
outcomes that aligned their skills with LSL and the RFP goals. A rough budget was proposed for LSL
personnel, as well as some of the costs that the team already knew the project would require, while
setting aside a large portion of the funds for partners.
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During this time the team was also registering the LSL as a nonprofit organization in the state of
Massachusetts so that it may be recognized as a legitimate organization. In doing so, the team
articulated the organizational mission, as stated above, as well as the internal structure, identifying
leadership roles in the organization, and better understanding the legal limitations for board
members. At this point, the team also realized that federal registration as a 501(c)(3) may not be
possible within the given time frame, and considered other options for fiduciary agents.

2. Assemble potential partners and discuss their involvement and what they can contribute
The LSL Team then contacted at least ten potential partners, including municipalities, nonprofit
organizations, universities and small businesses. They described the opportunity, and how it may
align with their interests. Interested parties discussed how they envisioned support for the project
and wrote letters of commitments, including any in-kind support they foresaw contributing.

3. Write a preproposal
Having talked to all of the partners, Jacquelyn wrote the preproposal over a week in September. It
was reviewed by Jacquie Kay and structural edits were suggested to make it align with the scoring
rubric that would be used by the review panel. A budget and letters were attached and submitted
September 23, 2015. The final version of the preproposal can be seen in Appendix B. On October
8th, 2015, Jacquelyn was notified via email that the LSL had been invited to submit a full proposal.

16

4. Detailed discussions with partners (and partners with their organizations) and budget
development
As the full proposal was intended to describe the project in more detail over more pages, it was
now necessary for the LSL to spend more time with partners to develop the project. More meetings
were held and roles were solidified, and the budget was broken down, including the cost that would
be incurred by each partner, and the in-kind support that they would lend the project. This was the
most time consuming part of the grant writing process, as many of the partner organizations
needed to spend time approving the project internally, and calculating costs. Once approved,
partners sent budgets and justifications to Jacquelyn, who compiled the costs and justification into
a master document in the format requested by the RFP, which was reviewed and approved by
Jacquie Kay.

5. Collect letters of commitment, write Abstract, Cover Letter and Timeline
Once the final budget was set and roles established and approved by partner organizations,
partners were asked to compose another more specific letter of support, detaining their role in the
achievement of outcomes in the project. During this time, Jacquelyn worked on the project
Abstract and Cover Letter sections. All partners sent letters to Jacquelyn, who reviewed and
formatted them, assuring they matched the partner role descriptions as stated in the Project
Narrative. Now that the project was completely formed among all its parts, the Timeline section
could also be developed.
17

6. Complete Project Narrative
After making the final edits in regards to the roles of partner organizations and the LSL, the rest of
the narrative was reedited for fluency and handed off to Gene for the final revision. As the visionary
of the project, he had some minor changes to suggest in the introduction sections about the goals
of the organization and his role. Jacquelyn revised accordingly in this section, then worked on
bringing the document to under the page limit with the removal of unnecessary material and skillful
formatting.

7. Assemble and submit grant
After all sections were completed and reviewed for the final time, they needed to be combined into
a single PDF file in the format stated in the RFP. The grant was submitted on November 17th, 2015.
The grant is presented in full in the following section.

SUBMISSION
The following is the final proposal submitted on November 17th, 2015. Included are the Cover
Letter, Title Page, Project Narrative, Project Timeline, Overall Budget, Task Based Budget, Budget
Justification, and Statement of Qualifications. Not included are the Letters of Support from John
Todd Ecological Design, Ocean Arks International, Fisherville Redevelopment Company, Blackstone
Headwaters Coalition, Mass Audubon, Sun Walking Group, Fungi Perfecti, Clark University, Town of
18

Grafton, Tufts University and Brown University. Also not included are the NEIWPCC Subrecipient
Risk Assessment Form and the Appendices, which include water quality data and partner
organization CV’s, and make up 147 pages of the document.
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OUTCOME AND FEEDBACK
On December 22nd, 2015, Jacquelyn received an email from the New England Institute of Water
Pollution Control Commission indicating that the final project was not selected for funding. Upon
request, one of the reviewers talked to Jacquelyn about the selection process and the comments
made by reviewers on the proposal.

The reviewer mentioned that the proposal was qualified for the funding, and that there were no
doubts about the ability of the organization to manage the project or the partnerships.
Additionally, many of the reviewers had heard about the successes of the organization in the past,
and were happy to see that it was moving forward. However, he commented that the focus of the
RFP was very specific on nutrients and pathogens, and while the proposed project did address these
contaminants, there were some secondary educational side projects that were not as targeted. As
the criteria for selection was “all or nothing” other organizations with a sharper focus were more
competitive.

CHALLENGES AND LESSONS LEARNED
Working with multiple partners in different geographic locations
The LSL team believes that one of the greatest strengths of their project was that it involved
multiple diverse partners, spanning the private and public sector, as municipalities, universities,
39

small businesses and non-profit organizations. Partners bring different complementing strengths
and expertise to the table, and the interwoven nature of the project created accountability as
entities relied on each other to achieve outcomes. Over the past few years, the number of publicprivate partnerships (PPPs) and multi-sectoral partnerships has increased dramatically. While the
literature seems to be in agreement that there are advantages to this, such as creating novel
solutions that individual entities could not come to on their own, there are also accountability risks
(Hodge & Greve 2007, Austin & Seitanidi, 2012). Additionally, the incorporation of multiple
partners in a network may lead to conflicting ideas about the best way to develop a course of action,
and while this conflict can lead to innovative ideas, it can also lead to nothing getting done if
organizations do not have completing strategic goals (Munksgaard et al 2012).

Managing a team and developing a novel project with such a large group of actors proved to be the
biggest challenge, as many of the entities had not previously worked with each other and were
located in different geographic locations.

After performing several case studies about

collaborations to produce innovative products, Mucksgaard et al noted that success working with
this kind of network was sometimes related to the choices by the central organization on when to
lead and when to follow (Munksgaard et al 2012).

Gathering the entire team was not possible,

and many of the meetings that the LSL team had with partners were one-on-one, making conflicts
between institutional interests more difficult to solve. Because some the organizations were not
familiar with each other’s capabilities or goals, many hours were spent on the phone or in meetings
trying to coordinate roles and responsibilities for the project. Roles changed last minute with the
discovery of a new partner capability or inability to perform a task, and these shifting project
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descriptions made it difficult to iron out a final draft narrative and budget of the project until the
final hour.

Upon reflection, a large conference call in which all partners introduced each other would have
greatly reduced the time necessary for the LSL to spend with individual partners. Instead of acting
as a “hub” for coordination, trying to manage all the projects from a central location, the LSL could
have acted as a “facilitator”, allowing partners that took on complementing project roles to speak
among themselves. This communication could have made coming to an understanding about the
strategic intentions of each organization for the project more apparent, which is suspected to align
people better (Munksgaard et al 2012). Finding a time that works for everyone can sometimes be
a delay in itself, so starting the project development process earlier would also help to reduce
stress.

Entering into a partnership is a risk, for both the nonprofit and each partner, whether it be public
or private. Almost all of the partners that were involved in the project had worked with the LSL at
some point throughout its lifetime, even if they had never worked with the other partner
organizations. In general, they were all enthusiastic and demonstrated their willingness to
participate via cooperation during the grant writing process. All of them had good reputations in
their field, which is an important factor when PPPs are formed such that they maximize
collaborative value creation (Austin & Seitanidi, 2012). One organization, however, which had
added a lot of value through its long relationship and prestigious name, did not follow through with
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providing the materials that were necessary for their involvement in the project in a timely manner.
This organization propped up a large portion of the project’s deliverables, therefore it was difficult
to edit the grant last minute when the deliverables did not arrive, and a supporting section of data
was not present in the narrative. The LSL team believe that this hole greatly decreased the
competitiveness of the grant.

While this partner organization clearly did not follow through on its commitments to the project,
the LSL team could also have been a little better at creating firm deadlines with enough lead time
so as to have the time necessary to make changes to the project narrative if a partner does not
follow through. Additionally, this partner had been unreliable in the past, and while a prestigious
name is a tempting thing to try to accommodate, it is best to not depend on an organization that is
unreliable. Austin & Seitanidi press the importance of formal and informal internal and external
risk assessments to identify potential problems in working with partner organizations. In this case,
the LSL had information gathered informally necessary to understand the potential risk of working
with the organization, but chose to do so anyway. Had the LSL decided to partake in a formal risk
assessment, collecting information from previous partners, it is possible that new information
would have surfaced that may have indicated that it was not wise to partner with this organization.
These formal processes will be completed in the future.
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Designing a project and managing a team with limited resources
Much like a for-profit business, starting a non-profit is a risky endeavor. When the LSL registered
as a nonprofit in the State of Massachusetts, it had no funding, and therefore was unable to
compensate employees monetarily. While some nonprofit organizations are able to leverage
volunteer labor successfully, almost all have some paid positions. The time required for the
coordination and assemblage of an initial project grant is prohibitive to the average person who
needs to earn a salary to support his or her family. Because the LSL was acting as the coordinating
role between so many partners, adding more people was not practical, as the task required
cohesiveness. As such, the LSL team had to balance other work obligations which sometimes
interfered with the tasks needed for the grant, making the scheduling of meetings more
complicated, and time less available.

Leveraging other forms of compensation for workers in this case proved invaluable. Students are
a wonderful way to cut labor costs. The project became much more manageable to the lead grant
writer once she learned that she was able to use it for her Master’s Capstone Project. While not
monetary compensation, using the project as such meant that she would be assigned
knowledgeable advisors that could provide resources and another perspective to the project. Using
this project a Capstone as well meant opened up more time for working on the grant verses dividing
time between discrete projects.
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Networking and loving what you do
For a small organization looking to make big changes, it is necessary to have a broad, strong network
of people with overlapping or complementing visions. Unlike government organizations, which
have reliable funding and a built in client base, nonprofit organizations must earn their legitimacy
through proving their effectiveness (Johasen & LeRou, 2012). Eugene Bernat’s passion for the
project led him to talk about it often and loudly, and he developed a very compelling case for the
value of the organization that left people who listened to him inspired. In doing so, he met a lot of
people interested in supporting the cause in diverse fields, even if they had no previous connection
to the organization. Many of the funding opportunities that the LSL team came across during the
course of this project, including the next opportunity that the Team will pursue, were brought to
its attention via other people and organizations that may or may not have been within the LSL
network. These people were compelled by the project and the passion of the LSL Team, and took
the time to lend a hand when they saw an opportunity. This observation is very much in line with
research that examined organizational and advocacy effectiveness by organizations that engaged
in informal community and political networking through a survey of 314 nonprofit organizations
(Johasen & LeRou 2012). Johasen & LeRou go on to cite and reaffirm that organizations with
managers that are able to network with a broader range of types of people are most effective. This
research suggests that LSL leaders should continue to cultivate these diverse relationships over the
years.
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MOVING FORWARD
While the LSL team and its partners were disappointed to not receive funding for Bio-remediating
the Blackstone River Corridor using Engineered Ecosystems: A Unique and Natural Storm Water
Management Model they are optimistic about future funding opportunities, as well as other
methodologies to increase the impact of the organization. Jacquelyn and Eugene will continue to
work with the organization to coordinate and carry out efforts to seek out and take advantage of
these opportunities, as well as other partners with interest that align with the LSL mission.

A new large scale federal grant opportunity was brought to the attention of the LSL in December of
2015. The request for proposals indicates that the source will support projects that support
innovative restoration and protection approaches, strategic collaboration, regional impact,
integration of habitat and water quality and a focus on connectivity and ecosystem functions. The
LSL is optimistic about this opportunity, as it aligns even more with the goals of the organization.

The previous grant, while it was not accepted, will contribute greatly to the latest effort. Many of
the previous project partners are still on board with the project, and are willing to participate.
Partners are familiar with each other and their capabilities, and less time will be needed in
meetings. Jacquelyn and Eugene better understand how to focus the outcomes stated in large
proposals. As the organizational structure would not be changing dramatically under this grant
compared to the last, less time and effort will be spent creating project and organizational
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frameworks. Much of the content of the grant can be reused after being changed slightly.
Additionally, the “Lessons Learned” in the previous section can be applied and will lead to less inter
organizational stress in the writing of the proposal.

The application process for this grant will take about 6 months. In the meantime, the LSL will seek
smaller grants from local organizations to support its staff, as well as apply for 501(c)(3) status.
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Appendix A. NEIWPCC RFP

Appendices not included.
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Appendix B. Pre-proposal.

Submitted September 23, 2015. Not included: Letters of Support from The Blackstone
Headwaters Coalition, Fungi Perfecti, Clark University, Brown University, Fisherville
Redevelopment Company, Mass Audubon, Sun Walking Group and Town of Grafton.
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